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...the aesthetic question is not "What is Beautiful," but
"What can be saia to be art."
Lyotard quoting Thiery du Duve
I.
"And without doubt our epoch prefers the image to the thing, the copy to the
original, the representation to the reality, appearance to being . . . What is sacred for
it is only illusion, but what is profane is truth. More than that, the sacred grows
in its eves to the extent that truth diminishes and illusion increase, to such an
extent that the peak of the illusion is the peak of the sacred."
Feuerbach
TheMuseum is Dead Long live theMuseum is the culmination of my studies at
Rochester Institute of Technology. In creating this show I took everything I have
learned about art up to this time. It consists of several different pieces, including:
Frames and Museum Drawings. Both modes of production are different ways of
expressing similar notions about the state of art and the museum. The Frames
represent my return to the object of art. Having spent much time absorbed in reading
and deep thought, I moved to a more conceptual approach to art. The Museum
Drawings stem from a love of architectural rendering.
II.
I come from a background in art history, specifically with an emphasis on
architectural history1. I first picked up the camera to take pictures of buildings for
research. I was immediately sidetracked by the seductive magic of the photograph and
the process of making images and prints.
While the image was the impetus, my production is influenced as much by the
literary as the visual. Writers have had a profound effect on the shape of my work.
Ideas are the basics. Ideas are the initial driving force. I read Susan Sontag and felt
encouraged by her acknowledgment of the timeless appeal of the photograph. It was
her serious attention to photography, which had been so ignored in other art
*My interest in art begins with architecture. I was fortunate enough to study with the late Reyner
Banham, my first mentor as an undergraduate at Santa Cruz. It was his love, his utter passion, that
inspired in me the desire to create and contribute as an artist. He combined the simple and the
complex, the serious and the humorous of an and its convoluted history in a way that no other has.
He is the reason that I have continued to forge forward within the arts. I could only dream of being
as brilliant and inspiring a teacher as he was.
historical texts prior to her legitimized my desire to photograph - to collect the
world. Sontag also introduced me to Walter Benjamin, through her quotation of his
writing.
My life changedwhen I readWalter Benjamin. It is difficult for me to think of
a writer more influential to me, or the shape of criticism, than Walter Benjamin.
Since first reading Walter Benjamin's The Work ofArt in the Age ofMechanical
Reproduction, it has haunted me. This reading came at a pivotal moment in my
education. I was in the process of moving from art history to art making, from
research to creation. To this day I often feel myself to be an undercover art theorist,
merely posing as an artist. My chosen medium at the time I first read Benjamin was
photography, which I had come to regard as a precious object, and his text removed
me from that. For a time I attempted to alter the photograph to instill in it the
unique, but the inherent lack of "aura" (as I had learned from Benjamin) restrained me
from achieving this goal. I became interested in how theory and art history emptied
the meaning out of pictures in trying to explain or critique them.
Critique is concerned with the truth content of a work of art, the
commentary with its subject matter. The relationship between the two is
determined by that basic law of literature according to which the work's truth
content is the more relevant the more inconspicuously and intimately it is bound up
with its subject matter. It is therefore precisely those works turn out to endure
whose truth is most deeply embedded in their subject matter, the beholder who
contemplates them long after their own time finds the realia all the more striking in
the work as they have faded away in the world. This means that the subject matter
and truth content, united in the work's early period, come apart during its afterlife;
the subject matter becomes more striking while the truth content retains its original
conceafment. To an ever-increasing extent, therefore, the interpretation or the
striking and the odd, that is, of the subject matter, becomes a prerequisite for any
later critic. ... And out of this activity there arises immediately an inestimable
criterion of critical judgment: only now can the critic ask the basic question of all
criticism namely, whether the work's shining truth content is due to its subject
matter or whether the survival of the subject matter is due to the truth content. For
as they come apart in the work, they decide on its immortality. In this sense the
history of works of art prepares their critique, and this is why historical distance
increases their power. ... 2
2Benjamin as quoted by Arendt, from Elective Affinities, edited for its "truth content" by myself.
This quote of Benjamin, found in Hannah Arendt's brilliant biographical essay
on Benjamin, shows the link between Benjamin's search for critique and my own
search for modes of production. She also discusses Benjamin and his relation to
contemporary criticism, through his use of
"collection"
and
"quotation." The
character of the flaneur1' with his walking and thinking, his advancing and tarrying,
with his qualities of inside and outside, is indeed central to the persona of Benjamin
that Arendt puts forth. The flaneur is also linked to the development of Benjamin's
concepts of the collection and the power of the quotation. Benjamin was a collector,
and I am a collector. Benjamin's concept of the power of quotations was, "Not to
destroy the strength to preserve but to cleanse, to tear out of context, to destroy."
This exemplifies my layered approach to Benjamin. He suffered from
"Bibliomania,"
that extraordinary passion of collecting books, that was also central to Benjamin's
character, thus linking the text as written with the collection. I too cannot resist
books.
"The true, greatly misunderstood passion of the collector is always anarchistic,
destructive. For this is its dialectics: to combine with loyalty to an object, to
individual items, to things sheltered in his care, a stubborn subversive protest
against the typical, the
classifiable."
Benjamin's writing is deeply convoluted; it requires serious and difficult work
to interpret, yet it calls for interpretation, because even on the surface it is profound.
I have deeply identified with Benjamin, with his plights as described in the
introduction to Illuminations written by Hannah Arendt, with his great fear of not
being heard or understood, andwith his feeling of lack of place.
III.
"Separation is itself part of the unity of the world, of the global social praxis split up
into reality and image. The social practice which the autonomous spectacle confronts
is also the real totality which contains the spectacle. But the split within this
totality mutilates it to the point of making the spectacle appear as its goal. The
^Whefldneur is the personification of nineteenth century Paris, the ultimate in the city as theater, as
spectacle.
language of the spectacle consists of signs of the ruling production, which at the same
time are the ultimate goal of this production4."
Immediately upon entering graduate school I began the conscious effort to
remove myself from my work in an experimentation of the death of the author. I
wanted to remove myself from the image making process. I felt that this was needed
to express the insecurity of the artist in control of the object and what happens to the
work after it leaves the artist. I began appropriating turn-of-the-century snap shots
and felt that I was acting as a framing device, merely repositioning the work. I felt
that it was an act closer to that of collaboration and curation, rather than creation.
My first photo combines were slickly packaged shrink-wrapped commodities5.
The photo combines were chaos. I was encouraged to catalogue the Miss
Mary Brown archive in order to better "see what there was". This lead to the
obsessive 200+ print piece Repositioning Miss Mary Brown. This was my first
museum. Miss Mary Brown seemed to illustrate the chaos and randomness in
categorization and cataloging. The obsessive ordering was a vain attempt to make
sense of the pieces of the whole.
IV.
In short : frankly, these days, without a theory to go with it, I can't see a painting.
Then and there I experienced a flash known as the Aha! phenomenon, and the buried
life of ... art was reviled to me for the first time. The fog lifted! The clouds passed!
The motes, scales, conjunctival bloodshots, and murine agonies fell away!
All these years, along with the countless kindred souls, I am certain, I had
made my way into the galleries ... All these years I, like so many others, Had stood
in front of a thousand, two thousand ... , now squinting, now popping the eye
sockets open, now drawing back, now moving closer waiting, waiting, forever
waiting for ... it ... for it to come into focus, namely the visual reward (for so much
effort) which must be there, which everyone (tout le monde) knew to be there . . . All
these years, in short, I had assumed that in art, if nowhere else, seeing is believing.
Well how very shortsighted! ... I had gotten it backward all along. Not "seeing is
4Debord, Guy, Society of the Spectacle, Editions Buchet-Chastel, Paris, 1967.
5My photo-based work prior to R.I.T. was also in the form of photo combines, or grids. But rather
than attempting to restructure a body of work, in search of a new narrative, I was attempting a more
poetic dream narrative. I used imagery from television and a technique of image deterioration to
frame the work, and then I would arrange these pictures in complex multiple-window mats, which I
carefully crafted. These pieces were inspired by the format of works by John Baldessari, Gerhard
Richter, and Rick Hock. I also experimented with smaller, shorter narratives, and the idea of non-
objective photography presented itself to me.
believing,"
you ninny, but "believing is seeing," for ... Art has become completely
literary: the paintings and other works exist only to illustrate the text.6
I was becoming ever more disenchanted with the photographic image as a
mode of conveying meaning. It carried too much baggage with it and needed too
much explaining to get the viewer to see. There were too many layers between the
object and the meaning. My next piece, Toulouse-Lautrec and the Las Vegas Showgirls,
was severely misunderstood to the extent that I was compelled to attach a didactic text
to the piece. This ushered in the next body of work: "On Illustration.'" This was
heavily influenced by reading R. Shattuck's The Banquet Years. The similarities
between the turn of the last century in Paris and the turn of the next Millennium in
the US terrorized me. The pieces included Victor Hugo and Elvis Presley (a video
sculpture memorial to pop culture and its many layers), a refurbished (i.e., annotated)
version of the above mentioned showgirl piece, and On the Guilding Craft of
Transport (a gold leaf emblem and Neon piece). Each piece was accompanied by a
lengthy didactic text composed primarily of quotations.
"The young people were to spend the winter at Les Peuples so as to become familiar
with the surroundings in which they would have to spend their whole life. Besides,
they had neighbors, the Brisevilles, the Couteliers, the Fourvilles, to whom Julien
was to introduce his wife. They could not visit them, as they had not yet been able
to iget the painter to come and change the coat of arms on the family carriage. The
olcf carriage had been ceded by the Baron to his son-in-law and under no
consideration would Julien go out in it until the arms of the de Lamares had been
quarteredwith those of the Perthuis des Vauds.
Now there was only one man in the whole province who made a specialty of
coats-of-arms, a painter from Bolbec, named Bataille, who was naturally in great
request among all the Normandy aristocracy; so Julien had to wait some time before
he could secure his services.
At last, one December morning just as they were finishing lunch as Les
Peuples, they say a man, with a box on his back, open the gate and come up the path;
it was Bataifle. He was shown into the dining-room, and lunch was served to him
just as if he had been a gentle man, for has constant intercourse with the provincial
aristocracy, his knowledge of the coats of arms, and their mottoes and signification,
made him a sort of heraldwith whom no gentleman need be ashamed to shake hands.
Pencils and paper were brought, and while Bataille ate his lunch, the Baron
and Julien made sketches of their encrutcheons with all the quarters. The Barronne,
always delighted when anything of this sort was discussed, gave her advice, and even
Jeanne took part in the conversation, as if it aroused some interest in her. Bataille,
without interrupting his lunch, occasionally gave an opinion, took the pencil to
make a sketch of his idea, quoted examples, described all the aristocratic carriages in
Normandy, and seemed to scatter an atmosphere of nobility all around him. He was
a little man with thin gray hair and paint-daubed hands which smelt of oil. It was
6Wolfe, Tom, "The PaintedWord," Harper's Magazine, April 1975.
said that he had once committed a grave offense against public morality, but the
esteem in which he was held by all the titled families had long ago effaced this stain
on his character.
As soon as the painter had finished his coffee he was taken to the coach
house and the carriage was uncovered. Bataille looked at it, gave an idea of the size he
thought the shield ought to be, and then, after the others had again given their
opinions, he began his work. . . .
The encrutcheons on the two doors could not be completed until about
eleven o'clock the next morning. Everyone was present and the carriage was brought
outside so that the effect might be better judged. It was perfect. Bataille was
complimented and went on his way again, with his box on his Dack. The Baron, his
wife, Jeanne, and Julien all agreed that Bataille was a cleaver man, and might have
become a great artist, if circumstances had been favorable.7"
This was in effect the museum of the Millennium.
V.
"It is here that one encounters an historical curiosity. For it turns out that, as it has
become clearer that true power lies not with production but with counter production,
with the useless rather than the useful, with the sign rather than the thing, so,
paradoxically, has it come to pass that people are less rather than more prepared to see
the work of art as difficult or serious.8"
Benjamin's ideal of producing a work consisting entirely of quotations, one
that was mounted so masterfully that it could dispense with any accompanying text,
may strike one as whimsical in the extreme and self-destructive to boolt, but it was
not, any more than were the contemporaneous surrealistic experiments which arose
form similar impulses. To the extent that an accompanying text by the author
proved unavoidable, it was a matter of fashioning it in such a way as to preserve "the
intention of such
investigations,"
namely, "to plumb the depths of language and
thought ... by drilling rather than excavating (Briefe , I, 329), so as not to ruin
everything with explanations that seek to provide causal or systematic connection.
In so doing Benjamin was quite aware that this new method of
"drilling"
resulted in a
certain "forcing of insights ... whose inelegant pedantry, however, is preferable to
today's almost universafhabit of falsifying them"; it was equally clear to him that this
method was bound to be "the cause of certain obscurities"(Briefe, I, 330). What
mattered to him above all was to avoid anything that might be reminiscent of
empathy, as though a given subject of investigation had a message in readiness which
easily communicated itself, or could be communicated, to the reader or spectator: "No
poem is intended for the reader, no picture for the beholder, no symphony for the
listener" ("The Task of the Translator"; italics added).9
7 Maupassant, Guy de, Une Vie. "A Woman's
Life." 1883, Translated and edited by Ernest Boyd,
Alfrect A. Knopf, NewYork, 1923.
8Hertz, Richartd, Theories of Contemporary Art. Second Edition. Prentice Hall, New Jersey, 1993.
: Gilbert-Rolfe, Seriousness and Difficulty in Contemporary Art and Criticism, Originally given as
a lecture at Sarah Lawrence College in December 1990.
9Arendt, from the introduction to Illuminations.
This passage is central to theWalter Benjamin cult and study. Its emphasis on
language as the basis of criticism shows his placement of language as the locus of
meaning. The text itself contains its own critique, in a sort of humanist
hermeneutics. It shows that he is all too aware of the text as an object, which must be
dealt with in terms of itself. Without the direct link to Benjamin, and Sontag, I doubt
that I would have been able to have hit upon this mode of production. I have found
that many of the sources for my production can be traced to Walter Benjamin and the
cult of Benjamin, both directly and indirectly.
Moving still further away from the image as carrier of message, I conceived of
The Failure ofArt to Communicate to the Masses with Wataru Okada. It was an
opportunistic museum of misunderstood contemporary art. At the center of the
project was the text, The Failure ofArt to Communicate to the Masses, made up
primarily of quotations strung together to explain the position of the text itself. My
text about The Failure ofArt to Communicate to the Masses, was culled from various
sources in the theory of art and put togetherWalter Benjamin-style, so as to be read
as a new whole with a new meaning.
It is the supposition of our activities that the greatest problem of contemporary art
is its utter failure1 to communicate2 to the masses. Since the formation of the
European Avant Garde at the turn of the past century, art has moved further away
from accessibility to the masses. It has placed itself into a construction that is self
serving, and has in the past been self sustaining. It is constantly in crisis. This
crisis of art is well described by the very statements of the artists and critics and
the makers of theory. The general condition of art since the turn of the century is
easily characterized by the rise of abstraction, an abstraction that first moves away
from an art which depicts reality and then towards a theory that denies us our very
experience of reality. You see here that art moves away from being a visual
communication to being a theoretical discourse. This proliferation of theory is
directly proportional to the growth of abstraction, and then to the dysfunction of
so called Greenbergian Modernism-'. This theory is complex and not easily
absorbed. The literature of modern art is by no means uniformly difficult to
understand, but much of it is. Obscurity can occasionally be deliberate, or at least
it can sometimes follow from the refusal of specific concepts and requirements of
rationality by artists and their supporters, or - which may be the same thing - from
a determined attempt to conscript language to the purpose of art. More generally
the development ofmodern art is highly specialized.4 Upon this specialization that
the communicative power of what art was has diminished. For all the claims to
immediacy and universality of expression which have accompanied the development,
the distinguishing experience of the modern artist has been in a large part an
experience of the technical problems and possibilities.5 Specialization and technical
problems turn the broad communicative possibilities of art into a tunnelization of
pinpointing a discourse which is based on difficult theory6.
^ail'ure a: omission of occurrence or performance; specif: a failing to perform a duty or
expected action b : a state of inability to perform a normal function <kidney> c : a fracturing
or giving away under stress<structure>*
2Com mu ni cate 1 archaic : SHARE 2 a : to convey knowledge of or information about : make
known< a story> b : to reveal by clear signs2
"Failure." Webster's Ninth Collegiate Dictionary . 1987 ed.
"Communicate." Webster's Ninth Collegiate Dictionary . 1987 ed.
3Greenberg claims that theory must beposthoc - modern art is ' immanent topractice'. This
privileges the artist as the unquestionable author and theory is consigned to the apparatus of
documentary ratification. 3
4Harrison, Charles & PaulWood. Art in Theory 1900-1990AnAnthology ofChanging Ideas .
Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers, 1993. p.5.
5ibid.
3Harrison , Charles 8. Paul Wood. Art in Theory 1 900- 1 990 An Anlbolopi ofChanjinf Ideas . Oxford, UB_ Blackwell
Publishers, 1993. p.3.
6"It is here that one encounters an historical curiosity. For it turns out that, as if has become
clearer that true power lies not with production butwith counter production, with the useless
rather than the useful, with the sign rather than the thing, so, paradoxically, has it come to pass
that people are less rather than more prepared to see the work of art as difficult or serious.4"
Gilbert-Rolfe, Jeremy. Seriousness and Difficulty in Contemporary Art and Criticism, ed. Hertz, Richard, Theories of
Contemporary Art. Second Edition. New Jersey : Prentice Hall, 1993. (Originally given as a lecture at Sarah Lawrence
College in December 1990)
As a companion to the text there was a wall-sized grid of ink jet prints,
Wallpaper (Art Theory Since 1900) mostly scanned photographs from various media
sources, and found snapshots. I wanted wallpaper to be seen as a demeaning term,
marginalizing what it described, reducing it to decoration, which seemed to describe
what theory has done to art in the twentieth century. It was a visual version of the
text, except for being even more open-ended as far as meaning. There was a
performance that we did every day for two hours, in which we alternated between
standing in glass museum cases, talking on citizen band radios, and sitting in chairs
next to the cases talking with each other and the audience, if present. This
performance was intended to illustrate the point of communication breakdown.
While inside the cases, we could talk to each other, yet the conversation was made up
of one way transmissions and the audience could not engage with us in that
conversation. Outside of the cases, while sitting in the chairs, we were more
accessible, yet somewhat discouraging due to our uniform of all black clothing and
sunglasses. The uniform was a quote from Joseph Kosuth whose writingWataru and
I had become enamored with. I also created a set of smaller works for the show,
including Superfluous contents of the artist's pockets 4/6/94, consisting of some rubber
bands, screws, nails, a key, a safety pin and the like. This was a play on conceptual art,
and its mode of display. The work Opponents, Audiences, Constituencies and
Community, also played on Idea Art, taking its title from a Said essay that is
particularly opaque, in the first book of Post Modern theory I ever read. The show
closed with The reading of the Text. This was a performance where Wataru and I sat
in our black uniform and a recorded reading of the paper was played. No one attended
this performance - a video was made. The showwas a success, since many people saw
it and discussed it and it got its point across. This, however negated its title and
signified a failure.
I took the piece a bit further after the exhibition was over, producing a mock
Art in America issue covering the show, and an eight hour video projection of the
final reading looped with a loud, alienating soundtrack inspired by Bruce Nauman's
video installations. This was regarded as simply annoying by those who experienced
it.
VI.
The following summer was spent in research for creating my own museum as
a more formal construct, as a space, as a location, as a shell for my museuming
activities. I had the great fortune of having the attic floor of my apartment at my
disposal. It was converted, painted and cleaned to be more museum-like, with
Museum of Modern Art white walls and bright flood lighting. I called it the Plastic
Museum. The Plastic Museum is an institution that I created in order to have a
theoretical shell with which to surround my ideas of "museuming". I developed a
corporate identity, logo, membership information packets, and advertising strategies.
The inaugural exhibition was from another museum I created, called the Miniature
Museum ofArt. TheMiniature Museum ofArt is based on books printed in the fifties
of collector stamps of "masterpieces" of art, primarily from the collections of The
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Two collections of these books were found at the
R.I.T. library, and became the inspiration for the show. I took elements from the
books and re-reproduced them in a variety of ways in order to bring the idea of
original or masterpiece into question. The second exhibition was to be of seven
reproduction rooms from the Met and the Getty. In one of my few political moves I
staged a performance in which I spray painted over a poster for the show with
"canceled due to lack of
funding." This was my protest to the deplorable state of the
National Endowment of the Arts. As with most political art, it unfortunately only
preached to the converted.
The Plastic Museum is one form of discourse on my own attraction and
repulsion to museums. It is plastic in the sense that it is permanently malleable, and
because "plastic" is a European word for sculpture. By becoming a museum I have
made the first step towards understanding the insidious nature of institutions, as well
as the benefits one can find under their aegis. I have come to have a more vague
political stance to the museum than artists such as Hans Hacke, Fred Wilson and
Joseph Kosuth. I choose not to be overtly judgmental. I have taken ideas from those
artists and others as inspiration, but remain outwardly politically aloof in order to
portray my feelings of attraction and repulsion. I want to be an institution, I want to
be a museum. I am also aware of the problems that arise from those positions. Some
of the problems are the inability of the individual to embody any institution in its
entirety and the conflict of interest in being both artist and museum. We are in a
culture of collecting culture. We are indoctrinated into collecting from a young age,
and almost no one escapes this passion. Susan Sontag writes that photographers
collect the world, much as explorers colonized the globe. I see that the museum's
collections are not so dissimilar to the ones that we keep at home, the context is just
slightly different. We are all museums, and I choose to live like one. The premier
location of the PlasticMuseum was in my attic, which blurred the distinction between
my life and my museum. Most people display their collections in their living room,
and use their attic for storage. I reversed this roll, and opened up my attic for an
audience to enjoy and learn from my collections.
VII.
"... the collector's passion borders on the chaos of memories.10"
"... if there is a counterpart to the confusion of the library11, it is the order of the
catalogue.12"
'The notion of the museum as a neutral container for a series of objects for
the public to contemplate undisturbed is Utopian. An exhibition is a meeting-point
of practices and theories, in which the work of art is located. Roughly speaking, an
exhibition can be defined as on the one hand, a practical work that involves selecting
and evaluating a number of objects, and on the other, a system of meanings made up
by a series of statements or expressions: the individual works. At the same time,
these meanings are both grasped and communicated through the titles and
classifications of the exhibition, and through the textual commentaries. Moreover,
exhibitions are arranged in what is basically an open-ended space-time framework
where viewers are free to follow a discourse, stop, or walk back, as they think
appropriate.
An exhibition can never be read as a single text. There is always a plurality
of texts which have to be disclosed as well, thus functioning as a sort of text parallel
to the work of art itself. The museum or gallery, its history, its collection, its
building, the way the objects are displayed and labeled, the explanations, even the
traffic flow are all part of the "message" sent to the viewers attending an exhibition.
they are also part of the knowledge viewers must bring with them as they enter a
museum. This knowledge curators and directors must take into account when
programming and preparing and
exhibition13"
The museum is the ultimate collector's collector and cataloguer. Many
contemporary art movements spring from a dismantling of the museum, and much of
10Benjamin, Walter, "Unpacking my Library." Illuminations. Schocken Books, New York, 1969, p.
60.
11Here, library can be read as a collection.
12Benjamin, Walter, "Unpacking my Library." Illuminations. Schocken Books, NewYork, 1969, p.
60.
13Borja-Villel, Manusel, The End(s) of the Museum, Bacelona, Spain, 1995.
this activity's source leads us to Marcel Duchamp. His readymade and other similar
actions declared that art should take place in the mind rather than the eye, and that
anything could be art simply by virtue of an artist declaring it so. Duchamp proposed
the radical notion of approaching art-making in terms of strategy rather than
technique in 1913. Duchamp broke away from the myth that the work of art could be
understood at once. Museums still cling to an earlier model. His Boite-en-Valise of
1936 194114 is a veritable museum in a box; it is a self constructed miniature
retrospective of his works15. Made up mostly of photo-mechanical reproductions,
the kind that postcards and the like are made of, this work functions as a premonition
of the eventual collection of his work by the Arnsbergs and its display at the
Philadelphia Museum of Art as a separate exhibition. The box also has served as
inspiration for the display of his works at such diverse places as Pasadena, California,
and Venice, Italy. Duchamp was not alone in his exploration of the museum as a
point of departure for the molding of art works in itself. The great constructivist El
Lissitzky and his First Demonstration Room of 1926 could be considered an even
earlier precedent for museum-based work by artists. It was a space conceived by El
Lissitzky which was constructed to challenge expected museum norms. His idea was
to use the room to activate the viewer just as the art would, since in Lissitzky's mind
the traditional museum lulled the viewer into submission. By using the space of the
museum as an art piece to elicit reaction, Lissitzky opened a door to future artists
engaging the institution as a medium for art production.
The museum is a stubborn institution, desperately grasping onto the notion
that a simple decoding is all that is required for art to become coherent. Works are
categorized in a nomenclature which the museum sees as natural, with a meaning that
14Benjamin, Buchloh, "The Museum Fictions ofMarcel Broodthaers," Museums by Artists, ed. A.A.
Bronson and Peggy Gale , An Metropole, Toronto, Canada, 1983. pp. 45 - 56.
^Bonk, Ecke, Marcel Duchamp. The Box in a Valise. Inventory ofan Edition, Rizzoli International
Publications, Inc., New York, 1989. pp. 9 - 22.
is assumed to be apparent to everyone. In this way, art is removed from context, thus
fragmenting it, and then re-configured into a new homogeneous work.
The museum, along with notions of the canon, act as an index for art. The
exhibition functions as a guide for the viewer seeing the work of art closed andwithin
a specific context of meaning, rather than the open object that it is meant to be. The
concepts of collection, gallery, and museum are not thoroughly questioned. We think
that there is a biological predisposition to them. These concepts are social constructs,
with specific historical and social meanings.
In the sixties, artists emerged who would be using the museum as a format for
work, as a critical platform. Marcel Broodthaers, a Belgian, was a poet, until 1964
when he decided to become an artist16. His conscious decision was part of his overall
plan, which can be linked to Marcel Duchamp and Magrette, both of whom were
extraordinarily influential on the artist's production. His first objects were definitely
more surreal, perhaps as a response to the rise of American pop art in Europe17. But
later, as his work progressed, it became more focused on the museum as subject and
fiction. His installations became increasingly museum-like and layered in the aesthetic
of the museum. Look to such works as Le salon noire (1966), containing a coffin
with shelves of jars with profiles of a poet friend, black gauze, a chair, and a table with
silver objects, Le Corheau et le Renard with word paintings, photographic canvases,
and films, and his most complete and complex museum fiction, Department desAigles,
which consisted of a collection of objects depicting the eagle. His fictions play off real
museums with in a way that exposed the function of the museum in contemporary
society. His work reached its pinnacle in the Muse'e dArt Modern, a project which
16Goldwater, Marge, Marcel Broodthaers. Rizzoli International Publications, NewYork, 1989. pp. 9
- 14.
17Compton, Michael, "In Praise of the Subject," Marcel Broodthaers. Rizzoli International
Publications, NewYork, 1989. pp. 15 - 69.
lasted four years18. It started in 1968, in his own home. It was inaugurated by a
speech from a genuine museum director, and consisted of empty packing crates with
warning signs as well as a selection of postcards of paintings by French masters. This
immediately revealed the problems of the institution. As his project continued
through the years, it moved periodically from space to space, and it is generally
unknown what was shown, and what was simply promised via "announcements". In
1972 it became Musee dArt Moderne, Department des Aigles, Section des Figures, a
most grandiose19 collection, with hundreds of objects all referring to the eagle. These
objects were borrowed from real museums to fill his fiction. They were all labeled
with a numbered tag which read, "This is not a Work of
Art." In this way he turned
what Duchamp had done with the ready-made, upside-down. Instead of taking the
everyday object and bringing it into the museum, he brought the museum object and
declared it was not art. This is a powerful statement of the museum as aesthetic
vehicle, which serves as inspiration to mywork.
In a similar vein Christian Boltanski's work plays with notions of the
museum, especially his early work, although it is a strain easily seen throughout his
production. In the early seventies Boltanski created an exhibition called
"Reconstruction.20" It consisted of vitrines full of what he called Attempts to
reconstruct objects that belonged to Christian Boltanski between 1948 and 1954 .
These were mostly crude clay toys, clothes, and utensils, each was an attempt to
remember what he had possessed. They are strangely akin to the types of
reconstructions found in the natural history museum, and that was his goal, to place
himself into the category of the forgotten civilization. Then there were his shows of
Lnventory of objects that belonged to a resident of...Location of Exhibition. These
18Crimp, Douglass, On the Museum's Ruins. TheMIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1993. pp.
200 - 234.
"ibid.
20Gumpert, Lynn, Christian Boltanski. Flammarion, Paris, France, 1994. pp. 24-32.
shows were supposedly the entire inventory of an individual's possessions. It raised
the question of what the collections of museums were about. Why should museums
hold certain artifacts to be precious and not others? Why are museums not about
us (the audience)?
Louise Lawler21 also undermines the space of the museum as sacred container,
by collapsing the location of the artwork. Her photographs deal with art and the
museum as an arrangement, like a ready-made work of art, but are credited to the
persons who chose how to display the work. She turns the private space with art
into the public museum. Her more recent works, which are in the form of
paperweights (a collectable object) bring the conflation of her ideation to a fine point.
She helped me to ask, where is the museum?
"1. The artist may construct the piece
2. The piece may be fabricated
3. The piece need not be built
Each being equal and consistent with the intent of the artist the decision as to
condition rests with the receiver upon the occasion of
receivership.22"
I also draw further inspiration from John Cage's revolutionary musical
compositions of the '50s, and the first generation of Conceptualists who rejected the
macho bombast of Abstract Expressionism and the slickly packaged mass culture
obsessions of Pop. They looked instead to philosophy and linguistic theory and
approached art-making as a means of wrestling with defiantly un-commercial
questions: How is meaning constructed? Why does it take the form it does? I ask
these questions too. Within current practice it is impossible to create the work of art
without aligning oneselfwithin a tradition of cultural production.
VIII.
2 lawler, Louise, What is the Same. Maison de la Culture et de la Saint-Etienne, France, 1986. An
Exhibition Catalog.
22Weiner, Lawrence, Arts Magazine, April 1 970. Work of Art.
Due to my background in architectural history and critical theory, I tend to
view art as the structure as well as the object. One of the most significant structures
in art is the frame. It is difficult to see the work of art today without the frame, both
as a physical structure, and as context. For example, the purpose of this essay, which
is to act as a frame around the work which I make, which is primarily frames. The
Frames act as a surrogate for the museum: they are decayed, fragmented, and they are
a metaphor for the museum. The Frames are made of lead, carpenters glue, plumbers
solder, acrylic, plaster, rubber, plastic, all of which are symbolic of the materials of the
building, of the structure, of the museum building. The empty frame fragments
represent the idea that art has been in a state of chaos since the turn of the century
and the rise of museums. The frame is the art and the art is a frame.
The museum drawings, carved into mahogany, preciously filled, lovingly hand-
finished like a fine piece of furniture, are an inversion. They are precious objects, yet
they highlight the disposable. Unlike the furniture and spaces they show they are not
functional objects. The fixtures of the museum are, for the most part disposable,
changeable, intended to be ignored, not precious. I want to draw the attention to
them. I want them to be the center. I want them to be the focus. I want them to be
the art, for the fixtures inform the viewer as much as the art. The Museum is the
great leveler, bringing the high down, and the low up to the same plateau of culture.
The Museum pretends to educate, to elevate, but at best it merely occupies time and
space. It eats our leisure time, and is a commodity cruncher. It sells us the art we
already have.
The rise of the museum institution has completely and forever changed the
practice of art. Many contemporary artists, in addition to the few mentioned in some
depth here deal with the aesthetics of the museum, but few go as far as constructing
the museum themselves. Museums are aware of this mode of working, and have
appropriated and engulfed it. I would not suppose that anyone creating art could not
be aware that its position, its placement in time and space, is integral to the object
itself23. Thus what each artist creates is a museum within which the work of art has
its placement, has existence.
23Zacharopoulos, Denys, "Some notes on the Constitution of
Place," Kunst & Museumjournaal,
Amsterdam, The Netherlands, Volume 5, 5, 1994. pp. 1-9.
"Working this way has become so much a part of our
language that it's now a cliche... In the '60s, however, I felt
like a dog looking at a forest, seeing countless trees and
thinking, "So little time, so much to
do!" Now we're
down to one tree that hundreds of dogs have pissed on."
John Baldessari
Conceptual Baroque Minimalism
Baroque Minimal Conceptualism
Minimalist Conceptual Baroque
Baroque Conceptual Minimalism
Minimal Baroque Conceptualism
Conceptual Minimal Baroque
Selected Bibliography
1. Adorno, Theodor, On the Fetisb-Character in Music and the Regression of
Listening, The Essential Frankfurt School Reader, ed. Andrew Arato and Eike
Gebhardt, Continum, NewYork, 1982.
2. Advertisement, NewYork Times, Section H, Page 8, Sunday, February 13, 1994.
3. Apollinaire, Guillaume. The New Spirit and the Poets. L'Esprit Nouveau et les
Poetes. Paris, 1918.
4. Apollinare, Guillaume, On the Subject in Modern Painting. Les Soirees de Paris.
Paris, 1912.
5. Arendt, Hannah, Introduction, Editors Note, Illuminations ,Schocken Books, New
York, 1968.
6. Ball, Hugo. Dada Fragments. Flucht aus der ZeitCFlight from time).
Munich/Leipzig, 1927.
7. Barthes, Roland, Striptease, The New Citroen, Mythologies, Hill andWang, New
York, 1972.
8. Bell, Clive. The Aesthetic Hypothesis. Art. London, 1914.
9. Bell, Quentin, Bad Art. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1989.
10. Benjamin, Walter, Unpackingmy Library, The Work ofArt in theAge of
Mechanical Reproduction, Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, Schocken Books, New
York, 1968
11. Bergson, Henri, Creative Evolution. Paris, 1907.
12. Boccioni, Umberto, Futurist Painting: TechnicalManifesto. Poesia. Milan, 1910.
13. Bonk, Ecke, Marcel Duchamp, The Box in a Valise, Inventory ofan Edition,
Rizzoli International Publications, Inc., NewYork, 1989.
14. Branca, Glenn, SymphonyNo. 2 (The Peak of the Sacred), Atavistic Video,
Chicago, 1992.
15. Braque, Georges. Thoughts on Painting. Nord-Sud. Paris, December 1917.
16. Buchloh, Benjamin, TheMuseum Fictions ofMarcel Broodthaers, Museums by
Artists, ed. A.A. Bronson and Peggy Gale , ArtMetropole, Toronto, Canada, 1983.
17. Buck-Morss, Susan , Aesthetics andAnaesthetics: Walter Benjamin's Artwork
Essay Reconsidered , New Formations, The Actuality ofWalter Benjamin, Number
20, Summer 1993. p. 124.
18. Carra, Carlo. OurAntiquity. PitturaMetafisica. Florence, 1919.
19. Cezanne, Paul. Cezanne's Letters. Ed. J. Rewald. Oxford, 1941. 1904.
20. "Classic Cars," Television series on The Nashville Network, Sunday 1:00 AM.
21. Compton, Michael, Ln Praise of the Subject, Marcel Broodthaers, Rizzoli
International Publications, NewYork, 1989. pp. 15 - 69.
22. Crimp, Douglass, On the Museum's Ruins. The MIT Press, Cambridge,
Massachusetts, 1993.
23. Croce, Benedetto. What is Art. Brevario di estetica fGuide to Aesthetics). Italy,
1913.
24. de Chirico, Giorgio. Mystery and Creation. Surrealism and Painting. Ed. Andre
Breton. Paris, 1928.
25. Debord, Guy, Society of the Spectacle, Editions Buchet-Chastel, Paris, 1967.
26. Gabo, Naum. The Constructive Idea inArt. Circle - International Survey of
Constructive Art. Ed. L. Martin, B. Nicholson and N. Gabo. London, 1937.
27. Gilbert-Rolfe, Jeremy. Seriousness and Difficulty in Contemporary Art and
Criticism, ed. Hertz, Richard, Theories of ContemporaryArt, Second Edition. New
Jersey : Prentice Hall, 1993. (Originally given as a lecture at Sarah Lawrence College
in December 1990)
28. Gleizes, Albert. The Dada Case. Action #3. Paris, April 1920.
29. Goldwater, Marge, Marcel Broodthaers, Rizzoli International Publications, New
York, 1989. pp. 9-14.
30. Gumpert, Lynn, Christian Boltanski, Flammarion, Paris, France, 1994.
31. Harrison. Charles & Paul Wood. Art in Theory 1900-1990An Antholovv of
Chaminv Ldeas . Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers, 1993. p.129.
32. Hertz, Richartd, Theories of Contemporary Art, Second Edition, Prentice Hall,
New Jersey, 1993.
33. Honour, Hugh and Fleming, John, The Visual Arts: A History , First Edition,
Prentice-Hall, Inc., NewJersey, 1982.
34. Jeanneret, Charles Edouard(Le Corbusier), Amede Ozenfant. Purism. L'Esprit
Nouveau #4. Paris 1920.
35. Kahnweiler, Daniel-Henri. The Rise ofCubism. PerWeg zum Kubismus.
Munich, 1920.
36. Kandinsky,Wassiily. The Cologne Lecture, 1914. Kandinsky und Gabriele
Munter, von Ursprungen Moderner Kunst. EA J. Eichner. Munich, 1957.
37. Kandinsky,Wassily. Concerning the Spiritual inArt. Uber das Geistige in der
Kunst. Muncn: Piper Verlag, 1912.
38. Kandinsky, Wassily. Plan for the Physico-psychological Department of the
Russian Academy ofArtistic Sciences. Tournal of the Russian Academy ofArtistic
Science #1. Moscow, Summer 1923. pp. 415-16
39. Lawler, Louise,What is the Same. Maison de la Culture et de la Saint-Etienne,
France, 1986. An Exhibition Catalog.
40. Lger, Fernand. The Origins ofPainting and its Repersentational Value.
Montioie. Paris 1913.
41. Levin, Kim, Fairwell to Modernism, Arts Magazine, October 1979.
42. Lewis, PercyWyndam, Our Vortex. Blast #1. London, June 1914.
43. Malevich, Kasimir. From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism: The New
Realism in Painting. Moscow, 1916.
44. Marinetti, Filippo Tommaso. The Foundation andManifesto ofFuturism. Le
Figaro. Paris, 20 Feoruary 1909.
45. Marinetti, SelectedWritings, Ed. R. W. Flint, Farrar, Straus and Giroux: New
York, 1972. p.8.
46. Maupassant, Guy de, Une Vie, "A Woman's Life," 1883, Translated and edited by
Ernest Boyd, Alfred A. Knopf, NewYork, 1923.
47. Meier-Graefe, Julius. Modern Art: Being a Contribution to a New System of
Aesthetics, Germany, 1904.
48. Mondrian, Piet. PlasticArt and Pure PlasticArt. Circle - International Survey of
Constructive Art. Ed. L. Martin, B. Nicholson and N. Gabo. London, 1937. pp.41-
56.
49. Picasso, Pablo. Picasso Speaks. The Arts. NewYork, May 1923. pp. 315-26.
50. Ray, Man. Statement. The Forum Exhibition ofModern American Painters.
NewYork: Anderson Galleries, March 1916.
51. Rosenblum, Naomi, AWorld History of Photography, Revised Edition,
Abbeville Press, NewYork, 1989, p. 279.
52. Rozanova, Olga. The Bases of the New Creation. Tournal of the Union Group
#3. St. Petersburg, 1913.
53. Shattuck, Roger, The BanquetYears, Anchor Books Doubleday & Company,
Inc. Garden City, NewYork, 1961.
54. Shevenko, Alexander. Neo-Primitivism: Its Theory, Its Potentials, Its
Achievements. Moscow, 1912.
55. Shklovsky, Viktor. Art as Technique(Lskusstvo kakpriyom). Sborniki II.
Petrograd, 1917.
56. Sontag, Susan, On Photography. Farrar, Straus & Giroux, NewYork, 1977.
57. Szarkowski, Tohn, Looking at Photographs, 100 Pictures from the Collection of
TheMuseum ofModernArt. The Museum of MonWn Art
3
N.wYork. 1 97^.
58. The Futurist Cookbook. Ed. Lesley Chamberlain, BedfordArts, USA, 1989.
59. Tisdall, Caroline and Angelo Bozzolla, Futurism, Oxford University Press: New
York and Toronto, 1978.
60. Tzara, Tristan. DadaManifesto 1918. Zurich, 1918.
61. Various Authors, The Life, Times, andWorks of Victor Hugo Vol. II, Estes and
Lauriat, Boston, 1929.
62. Vine, Richard, Ferrari's Formula, Art in America. February, 1994.
63. Webster's Ninth Collegiate Dictionary . 1987 ed.
64. Weiner, Lawrence,Work ofArt, Arts Magazine, April 1970.
65. Wolfe, Tom, The Painted Word, Harper's Magazine, April 1975.
66. Wolff, Janet,Memoirs andMicrologies: Walter Benjamin, Feminism and Cultural
Analysis, New Formations, TheActuality ofWalter Benjamin, Number 20, Summer
1993.
67. Zacharopoulos, Denys, Some notes on the Constitution ofPlace, Kunst &
Museumjournaal, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, Volume 5, 5, 1994. pp. 1-9.
68. Zmijewsky, Boris and Steve, Elvis: The Films an Career of Elvis Presley, Citadel
Press, NewYork, 1983.
